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David Considine | Julie Horton | Gary MoormanStudents today live in an 

environment in which reading 

and writing, through digital 

media as well as traditional 

texts, are pervasive. The 

challenge for teachers is to 

connect the literacy skills 

that students develop in their 

social environment with the 

literacy environment of the 

school.

Teaching and Reading the Millennial 
Generation Through Media Literacy

From Gutenberg to Gates, from the invention of the printing press to the 
emergence of digital communication, technology has transformed the way 
we produce, distribute, and receive information. In turn, new technology 
challenges our understanding of what it means to be literate. During the 
Gutenberg era, only a small number of clergy, scholars, and scribes were lit-
erate. In the Gates era, universal literacy is the goal, with the expectation of 
the ability to read and write complex text at critical and interpretive levels. In 
addition, the concept of text has changed from traditional printed materials to 
a variety of media, including the Internet, film, and television.

In times of rapid technological change, it has been typical for adults to 
criticize the academic achievement and work ethic of their own children. 
Because the Greek philosopher Socrates was a vocal critic of the youth of 
Athens, Berliner and Biddle (1995) dubbed this phenomenon the Socrates 
Legacy. In this tradition, there is currently a high level of concern about 
the literacy and academic achievement of today’s adolescents. For example, 
in To Read or Not to Read: A Question of National Consequence, the National 
Endowment for the Arts (2007) argued that “Americans in almost every de-
mographic group were reading fiction, poetry and drama—and books in gen-
eral—at significantly lower rates than 10 or 20 years ago” (p. 7).

While we agree that there is reason for concern regarding the literacy of 
today’s students, we believe that the problem is more complex than what is 
portrayed by the National Assessment for Education Progress and other re-
ports (e.g., National Center for Educational Statistics, 2005). We will argue 
in this article that because of the availability of digital technologies, today’s 
teenagers bring to school a rich and different set of literacy practices and 
background that is often unacknowledged or underused by educators. As al-
ways, it is the responsibility of today’s educators to build a bridge between the 
knowledge students already have and the content that they need to learn to be 
successful inside and outside of school.

Multiple forms of literacy have been named in the literature including 
information literacy, visual literacy, computer or digital literacy, and media 
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literacy, but there is considerable overlap between 
these forms. In Literacy in a Digital World, Tyner (1998) 
reminded us that “the overlap between the competen-
cies and purposes of various multiliteracies is so close, 
that their differences have more to do with constitu-
encies than anything else” (p. 104). Media literacy, an 
umbrella term, will be addressed in this article.

Media literacy has been broadly defined as the 
ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and effectively 
communicate in a variety of forms including print 
and nonprint texts (Considine & Haley, 1999). In the 
United States and Canada, professional groups such 
as the Alliance for a Media Literate America and the 
Association for Media Literacy advocate integrating 
media literacy across the curriculum, emphasizing 
its importance in developing informed and respon-
sible citizens. A commonly recognized core of media 
literacy principles informs classroom pedagogy that 
focuses on media texts and popular culture. These 
principles have been articulated by leading schol-
ars in the field, particularly Masterman (1985) and 
Buckingham (2003; Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 
1994). Considine and Haley (1999) recapitulated these 
principles:

n Media are constructions.

n Media representations construct reality.

n Media have commercial purposes.

n Audiences negotiate meaning.

n �Each medium has its own forms, conventions, 
and language.

n Media contain values and ideology.

n �Media messages may have social consequences 
or effects.

The pedagogy that accompanies this approach 
helps students interrogate media texts along with 
the context in which they are both created and 
consumed.

We live in an era surrounded by media that bom-
bard us with messages through text, images, and 
sound. But simply being surrounded by media does 
not necessarily mean we recognize or understand 
its content or intent. To prepare today’s students to 
succeed in the 21st century, educators must begin to 

address the complex, high-tech media environments 
that are part of everyday life. This involves understand-
ing what media and technology do to today’s young 
people along with the equally intriguing issue of what 
they do with it. An excellent data bank for explor-
ing these questions can be found at The International 
Clearinghouse on Children, Youth & Media (www 
.nordicom.gu.se/clearinghouse).

In this article we will provide a description of 
today’s adolescents in the United States, labeled the 
Millennial Generation, develop an argument for weav-
ing media literacy into the curriculum, and provide 
specific instructional strategies. Readers should note 
that most of our references and our primary frame-
work are with youth in the United States. However, 
as Friedman (2007) pointed out, the world is f lat, and 
what is happening in terms of technology, economics, 
and education is a worldwide phenomenon and not 
restricted to countries or regions.

Exploring the Millennial Generation
Children who have grown up since the emergence of 
the World Wide Web and the assortment of related 
digital technologies (e.g., cell phones, text messaging, 
video games, and instant messaging) are now being 
referred to as the Millennials (Howe & Strauss, 2000). 
This generation is different from previous generations 
in important ways. For an excellent primer see the 
Howe and Strauss website Millennials Rising: The Next 
Great Generation (www.millennialsrising.com).

In this section, we will review what is known 
about the Millennials, particularly in terms of their 
use of Information Communication Technology 
(ICT). A theme of this review is the paradox that this 
generation presents to educators. Because of ICT, 
Millennials have access to more information, than any 
generation in history (Foehr, 2006; Lenhart, Arafeh, 
Smith, & Macgill, 2008; Lenhart & Madden, 2005; 
Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005; Rideout, Roberts, 
& Foehr, 2005). These technologies have created an 
increasingly complex environment that Millennials 
must navigate. In addition, their extensive use of ICT 
often creates a false sense of competency, as well as the 
misperception among many adults that contemporary 
youth are “media savvy.” Hands on is not the same as 
heads on.
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The problem affects both girls and boys. For ex-
ample, when 9- to 17-year-old girls encounter adver-
tising about weight-loss products they are “cognitively 
vulnerable” with limited ability to recognize “persua-
sive construction strategies, including message pur-
pose, target audience and subtext” (Hobbs, Broder, 
Pope, & Rowe, 2006, p. 1). As for boys, the media 
typically portrays male characters as stereotypically 
aggressive and violent. Commenting on the report 
Boys to Men: Media Messages About Masculinity, Lois 
Salisbury, president of Children Now, stated, “our 
study shows that boys are exposed relentlessly to a 
narrow, confining picture of masculinity in America, 
one that reinforces anger and violence as the way to 
solve problems” (Children Now, 1999, para. 2).

The defining factor that leads to the Millennials 
distinctive character is that they are the first generation 
to be immersed in ICT for their entire lives. Because 
computers and the Internet have generally been part 
of today’s adolescents’ home and school lives, Prensky 
(2005/2006) termed them digital natives. Digital na-
tives are f luent in the language and culture of ICT, 
adjusting easily to changes in technology and using 
ICT in creative and innovative ways. Digital immi-
grants, those born before the rapid infusion of digital 
technology, always speak with an accent and struggle 
to learn and apply new ICT.

Digital natives seem to have boundless interest 
and curiosity about emerging technologies. As part of 
the Pew Internet & American Life Project, Lenhart et 
al. (2005) interviewed a representative sample of 1,100 
American 12- to 17-year-olds and a parent or guard-
ian. They found that 84% of the teenagers reported 
owning one or more personal media device, and 87% 
use the Internet; 51% reported going online daily. 
These data portray Millennials as highly engaged in 
ICT and provide convincing evidence that their use of 
telecommunications exceeds every other generation. 
The report makes the case that Millennials are more 
likely to use the new technology as a means of com-
municating with their friends and peers, contrary to 
commonly held attitudes of their elders. Teens report-
ed regular social contact with an average of 20 friends, 
and 83% belong to some sort of social group. In a sec-
ond report, Lenhart and Madden (2005) commented 
that teens are not just consumers of Internet content 

but are now actively 
engaged as Internet 
content creators. This 
includes sharing cre-
ations such as artwork, 
photographs, stories, 
and videos; working on 
webpages or blogs for 
others; and creating and 
maintaining their own 
websites, online jour-
nals, or blogs.

Most Millennials 
enter formal education-
al environments that are 
ill prepared to take advantage of the literacy and ICT 
skills that they bring. Public schools typically place 
heavy restrictions on the use of the Internet. Social 
networking sites such as MySpace, Facebook, and 
YouTube are often blocked in libraries and computer 
labs. The result is a failure to build a bridge between 
the technological world Millennials live in and the 
classrooms we expect them to learn in. Such restric-
tions are almost always justified by claiming that they 
are intended to protect students. Such protection, 
however well-intentioned, actually fails to prepare 
young people by not providing the adult supervision 
and guidance that many of them would benefit from 
during their online encounters.

If there is a crisis in today’s schools, it probably 
has more to do with students’ perceptions that school 
is boring and largely irrelevant to preparation for 
life outside school (Howe & Strauss, 2006; National 
School Boards Association, 2007; Prensky, 2008). 
The challenge for today’s teachers, largely digital im-
migrants, is to continue to provide students with the 
legacy content of the old curriculum while providing 
future content to prepare students for life in the 21st 
century (Prensky, 2001). What will today’s students 
face as adults? We encourage our readers to view the 
video Did You Know, available both on YouTube and 
at the Shift Happens wikispace (shifthappens.wiki 
spaces.com/). This brief video provides an interest-
ing perspective on the rapidly changing economic, 
technological, and social environment, and the chal-
lenges it presents to Millennials and their teachers. For 

If there is a crisis in 

today’s schools, it 

probably has more 

to do with students’ 

perceptions that 

school is boring and 

largely irrelevant to 

preparation for life 

outside school.



474

Jo
ur

na
l 

of
 A

do
le

sc
en

t 
&

 A
du

lt
 L

it
er

ac
y 

  
  

52
(6

) 
  

  
M

ar
ch

 2
00

9

example, according to the U.S. Department of Labor, 
1 of 4 current workers has been at their current job less 
than one year, 1 of 2 for less than five years, and it is 
predicted that today’s students will have 10 to 14 jobs 
in their lifetimes (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008). 
For specific references and additional statistics see 
shifthappens.wikispaces.com/space/showimage/Did 
YouKnow20Sources.pdf.

Clearly, educators today are confronted with a 
daunting task. In our next section, we will propose 
a modest beginning: engaging students in media lit-
eracy activities and instruction.

The Imperative for Media Literacy
As television penetrated American living rooms in 
the 1960s, Marshall McLuhan warned us that televi-
sion constituted much more than mere entertainment. 
Societies, he argued, are always shaped more by the 
nature of their communication technology than by the 
content it carries and conveys. Television represented 
a sensory revolution, a world of “allatonceness,” the 
era of the “global village” (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967, 
p. 63). McLuhan saw the writing on the wall for ed-
ucation; though perhaps he would be happier with 
the metaphor of the image on the screen. The rap-
idly expanding electronic environment of the 1960s 
challenged the very relevance of education. McLuhan 
and Fiore called school a “rear-view-mirror” (p. 75), 
suggesting that children reared on television technol-
ogy interrupted their education by going to school. 
By privileging print, schools were failing to prepare 
students for tomorrow as well as for the day-to-day 
reality that surrounded the first generation of televi-
sion students.

The emergence of ICT has intensified the im-
pact of media on culture and schooling. Ravitch and 
Finn (1987) observed that “This generation as well 
as their younger siblings, has been weaned on tele-
vision and films. It takes more than a textbook and 
lecture to awaken their interest and grab their atten-
tion” (p. 241). The Carnegie Council on Adolescent 
Development (1995) also acknowledged the powerful 
role media played in the lives of young people. The 
world of the adolescent cannot be understood without 
understanding the media landscape they live in. They 
concluded that electronic media have the potential 

to negatively inf luence impressionable children and 
teens, but more importantly, they can be harnessed for 
good. Developing media literacy skills, they wrote, 
“deserved widespread consideration in schools and 
community organizations as an essential part of be-
coming a well-educated citizen” (Carnegie Council 
on Adolescent Development, 1995, p. 118).

It should be noted that media literacy is not mere-
ly teaching with or through media or technology. 
Using an overhead projector, the Internet, a SMART 
board, a DVD, or a VCR is not, in and of itself, me-
dia literacy. Media literacy requires teaching about 
media—the language it uses along with its narrative, 
codes, and conventions. Explicit instruction in media 
is good practice for at least two reasons. First, students 
who can easily comprehend and master the meaning 
of printed texts may not be equally adept at compre-
hending images, sound, or multimedia texts. And 
second, students have different strengths, so that the 
use of both sounds and images enriches instruction, 
enabling us to reach beyond students whose comfort 
zone is the printed page.

Strategies for engaging students in media literacy 
activities are becoming more available as instruction-
al frameworks or templates have been identified for 
analyzing different types of media. Caldecott Medal 
winner Gail Haley has developed templates for iden-
tifying the “look of the book” (Haley, 2003, p. 26). 
This helps children appreciate and understand the 
relationship between illustration, text, and layout in 
picture books. Thus a balance exists between infor-
mation carried in words and information addressed 
only in the illustrations. For additional suggestions see 
www.gailehaley.com (Haley, 2007). Templates have 
also been identified to assist teachers and students to 
critically analyze and evaluate broadcast news, adver-
tising, and films (Considine & Haley, 1999).

Film and television texts are routinely used in 
Australian high schools where one can find students 
studying the film Gattaca or the television series Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer. Although some undoubtedly la-
ment the pop culture intrusion and long for literary 
classics, thumbing through the study guides for these 
units quickly reveals literary merit. The Gattaca guide 
includes studying genre, narrative structure, themes, 
editing, and transitions (Simmons, 2003). The Buffy 
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Getting Explicit 
With Media 
Literacy 
Instruction
Exposing students to 
multiple texts that evoke 
emotional responses and 
tap into popular culture 
is not dumbing down 
the curriculum. Wade 
and Moje (2001) noted 
the importance of ex-
panding our concept of 
text beyond traditional printed materials. Film clips, 
websites, photographs, graphic novels, music, editorial 
cartoons, lyrics, and advertisements can be both infor-
mational and motivational. Poor response to reading, 
and schooling generally, especially among boys, is 
often the result of unsuitable and unengaging texts. 
Brozo (2002) and Smith and Wilhelm (2002, 2006) 
believed that if students are given choice and control 
over the texts they read, their level of engagement 
and competency increases. Stone (2007) documented 
the “disconnect between the reading performances 
of young people in school and online” (p. 14), noting 
that websites recommended by so-called poor read-
ers contained complicated vocabulary and syntactical 
structures. These “poor readers” gravitated to them 
because of their interest in the content.

The ability to access information obviously does 
not guarantee comprehension of that content. A re-
port commissioned by the British Library ( Joint 
Information Systems Committee, 2008) found that 
while the “Google generation” could access materi-
als, their ability to process those texts was somewhat 
limited. Online search strategies of this age group are 
characterized as “skimming and squirreling behavior” 
(p. 10). They concluded that modern youth “have a 
poor understanding of their information needs,” “find 
it difficult to develop effective search strategies,” and 
spend little time “evaluating information either for 
relevance, accuracy or authority” (p. 12).

T.A.P.: A Media Literacy Model
Without the ability to question, analyze, and au-
thenticate information found online, in print, or any 

guide (Turnbull & Stranieri, 2003) addresses plot, di-
egesis, story arcs, and audience engagement. Some ex-
emplary resources from publishers in the United States 
include the Media Focus and Media Smart series from 
McDougal Littell; both include effective instructional 
strategies based on clips from film, television, news, 
advertising, and other media.

In addition to analyzing and evaluating media 
text, media literacy focuses attention on media audi-
ences, viewing young people as both consumers and 
creators of media messages. This is crucial when work-
ing with Millennials who are accustomed to living 
in a multimedia landscape. Media literacy recognizes 
the pleasure they derive from media texts beyond the 
classroom and values their exposure to popular culture 
texts as an important part of who they are as individu-
als. As such it is completely consistent with scholar-
ship that addresses adolescent literacy and the need to 
provide young people with opportunities to examine, 
explore, critique, and defend their media tastes and 
preferences (Brozo, 2002; Newkirk, 2002; Pitcher et 
al., 2007). Descriptions of energetic student engage-
ment with media literacy in classrooms, libraries, and 
theaters in the United States and Canada can be found 
in the film section of www.media-literacy.net.

One organization that has recently advocated the 
integration of multimedia texts into the curriculum is 
the National School Boards Association (2007). The 
Association argued that students use words, music, 
photographs, and videos to creatively express them-
selves in online environments. Evidence suggests that 
the use of ICT such as wikis, blogs, chat rooms, and 
instant messaging appeals to students more than tradi-
tional school work and academics. The report recom-
mends that “school districts may want to re-examine 
their policies and practices and explore ways in which 
they could use social networking for educational 
purposes”(p. 1).

In regard to media and technology, it can be said 
that Millennials are self-taught but not well-taught. 
How can we as educators help students develop the 
critical and academic literacy skills that are the foun-
dation for success both in and out of school? We be-
lieve that media literacy instruction is a powerful 
vehicle for addressing this challenge.

How can we as 

educators help 

students develop the 

critical and academic 

literacy skills that are 

the foundation for 

success both in and 

out of school?
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media format, Millennials are open to manipulation 

and misinformation. They need supportive compre-

hension strategies to help them compare, contrast, 

critique, and analyze such texts. One media liter-

acy strategy is the T.A.P. model (Figure 1), which 

stands for Text, Audience, and Production (Duncan, 

D’Ippolito, Macpherson, & Wilson, 1998).

Text questions examine the type of text (e.g., 

novel, poem, photograph, film) as well as the genre 

of the text. As in traditional literature, genre in media 

literacy refers to specific categories of text. Categories 

in the case of television include sitcom, reality, and 

soap opera, and in the case of films include fantasy, 

western, science fiction, gangster, and comedy. Media 

literacy also addresses questions related to the struc-

ture of the text, including setting, characters, conf lict, 
plot, and resolution.

Audience questions focus on the nature and needs 
of the target audience and attempt to analyze how the 
text might tap into interests, tastes, preferences, and 
lifestyles. A foundational assumption of media literacy 
is that meaning does not reside in the text but rather 
is constructed by the individual. Therefore, this cate-
gory recognizes that the same texts can and should be 
read and responded to in significantly different ways. 
It suggests a shift away from correct interpretations, 
to richer readings in which audiences unpack, ex-
plain, and justify their interpretation. Consistent with 
multicultural literacy, it acknowledges that gender, 
class, and ethnicity are likely to shape the interpreta-
tion of texts, recognizing dominant as well as resistant 

Production

Audience

The Media
Triangle

Te
xt

Figure 1	 T.A.P. Model

What individuals, industries or institutions created 
this text?

What production techniques were used?

How is the text marketed and distributed?

What laws and rules govern production 
and consumption of this text?

Who is the target audience for this text?

What evidence can you provide?

Who is not addressed by this text?

How and why does the text appeal to its target audience?

What medium is this text?

What genre is this text?

What codes and conventions are 
evident?

What are these characters like?

Note. From Duncan. Mass media and popular culture, version 2 grades 10–12 student edition © 1996 Nelson Education Limited. Reproduced by permission. 
www.cengage.com/permisions. 



477

Te
ac

hi
ng

 a
nd

 R
ea

ch
in

g 
th

e 
M

il
le

nn
ia

l 
G

en
er

at
io

n 
Th

ro
ug

h 
M

ed
ia

 L
it

er
ac

y

were described as “finding bread and soda from 
a local grocery store...” while dark-skinned peo-
ple were viewed as “looting a grocery store.”

n �Television personality and icon Oprah Winfrey’s 
highly public endorsement of presidential can-
didate Barack Obama.

An Instructional Example:  
A Multimedia Exploration of the Titanic
In the final section of this article we describe a multi-
media lesson exploring the Titanic, the ill-fated ocean 
liner that sank on its maiden voyage in 1912. The 
focus of the exercise and activities promotes greater 
student engagement and richer readings of the di-
verse type of texts available to them, including still 
images, sound, music, video, and print. The skills be-
ing developed are consistent with state and national 
standards of both English Language Arts and Social 
Studies. Table 1 provides a list of the media resources 
for this lesson.

The elements of this Titanic activity have been 
used with students and teachers and school adminis-
trators. It addresses a topic students are familiar with 
and engages different learning styles across multiple 
texts. It can be used as an individual activity, but we 
believe richer readings are derived from group work 
and social constructivist pedagogy. Crump, Durand, 
Hooke, and Kelliher (2002) described the process in 
this way:

To discover the meaning of a text, you need to un-
cover various layers of meaning...these layers can 
change their meaning overtime—and from one place 
to another—and so change the meaning of the text for 
new audiences.... A written or visual text has layers of 
meaning, such as the time in which it was produced, 
the medium available for its production and the atti-
tudes of its audiences over time and place. (p. 6)

Using the T, or Text, side of the T.A.P. model, we 
can classify the Titanic resources by type of text. In this 
case they include a song, an editorial cartoon, a docu-
mentary clip, a film clip, a newspaper account, and a 
pop-up book. The song may be from a genre described 
as folk, traditional, or ballad. But how would we clas-
sify the blockbuster Hollywood film? As a genre is it 
romance, historical fiction, epic? Thus, after catego-
rizing and classifying this information, students must 

readings. Anecdotal accounts of resistant readings in 
the classroom can be found in the Richer Readings 
PDF section at www.media-literacy.net.

Production questions enable students to critically 
analyze the creative process and institutional context 
in which the text is created, distributed, marketed, 
and consumed. Opportunities are provided to under-
stand these messages from both an individual and an 
institutional context. Watching an anchor or reporter 
on Fox News may involve understanding what that 
individual is saying, their personal point of view or 
political philosophy. A deeper understanding would 
recognize that the individual has been hired by a large 
international corporation headed by Rupert Murdoch, 
with holdings in publishing, newspapers, film, and 
television. Murdoch has both economic and ideologi-
cal agendas that are ref lected in the texts created by 
individuals and institutions within his empire.

No matter which side of the model we are most 
interested in, employing the categories of the T.A.P. 
model enables teachers and students to engage in the 
process of deconstructing media messages, exploring 
dominant as well as resistant readings, and recogniz-
ing the context in which such texts are both created 
and consumed. The T.A.P. model provides teachers 
with a structure to engage students in analyzing in-
teresting and immediately relevant text. Some teach-
able moments from current events in 2007 include the 
following:

n �Ken Burns’s release of a new television docu-
mentary simply called The War. Acclaimed by 
most critics, the documentary was criticized 
by Hispanic groups for underrepresenting their 
service in World War II.

n �The firing of radio shock jock Don Imus in 
April 2007 after his remarks were deemed sexist 
and racist.

n �During the Public Broadcasting Service’s broad-
cast of Bill Moyers Journal, the host raised serious 
questions about the demeaning and misogynis-
tic language of image and words on numerous 
internet sites attacking Senator Hillary Clinton 
and her presidential campaign.

n �Description by broadcast news reporting during 
Hurricane Katrina where light-skinned people 
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to identify the intended or target audience of each 

text. One may compare the clips from the film and 

the documentary. Although both deal with the sub-

ject of the Titanic, they clearly have different audi-

ences in mind. Questions to ask include In what way 

would the Discovery Channel’s audience be similar 

to or different from the film’s audience? How would 

these audiences be different from the readers of the 

1912 edition of The San Francisco Examiner? What do 

you think critics meant when they referred to the 

fans that went to see the film time and time again as 

“Titaniacs”? What was the appeal of the film? Were 

Titaniacs more likely to be males or females, young 

or old? Why? 

then justify their answers. The richer readings that 
result should create more than one potentially correct 
or plausible response. These various texts also con-
tain inconsistent values and ideology. The film Titanic 
clearly is sympathetic to working class characters be-
low deck. It could also be argued that ideologically 
the film is more sympathetic to art and creativity than 
to business and materialism. The Discovery Channel 
documentary clip focuses on science, logic, research, 
and debunking myths about the ship’s sinking. The 
song, from earlier in the century, seems to point the 
finger of blame at the captain, which is not the view 
of the editorial cartoon from the The San Francisco 
Examiner at the time of the sinking.

Exploring these texts from the A, or Audience, 
side of the T.A.P. model might begin by attempting 

Table 1 	 Media Resources for the Titanic Lesson

Medium Resource Description

Song The Great Titanic This traditional song is not from the film of the same name. It is 
actually on the soundtrack of Coal Miner’s Daughter. It can be 
used with or without a lyric sheet. It contains claims not made in 
the other artifacts and sets up compare/contrast activities.

Editorial cartoon Adrift in an Open Boat Critical of the White Star Company, this is a primary document 
that ran in The San Francisco Examiner, April 19th, 1912. What 
point of view is expressed? Access cartoon at www.sfmuseum 
.org/hist5/titoon.html.

Survivor’s account Dr. Dodge’s Story of His Rescue Eyewitness newspaper story. Access at www.sfmuseum.org/
hist5/dodge6.html.

Video clip Titanic (motion picture) A five-minute clip: Begin with Rose as an old woman as she 
watches a forensics analysis of how the ship sank, and then be-
gins to tell her own story. Finish at “They called Titanic the ship 
of dreams....” When you stop at this point expect your students 
to be disappointed, but the work is about to begin. Compare and 
contrast the technical and personal versions of the incident.

Video clip Anatomy of a Disaster documentary from Discovery 
Channel (VHS #25173)

Again, using only five minutes, this time right at the start when 
the team of researchers are heading out in the Atlantic to 
where the ship went down. What different professions are on 
board, and what different questions do they have about what 
happened? 

Book Titanic (Pipe, 2007) This pop-up style book is excellent for hands-on activity for mid-
dle grade students and is full of artifacts and primary documents 
including photographs, letters, menus, news stories, and ads.

Internet resources A search using the term Titanic on any of the common 
search engines (e.g., Google, Yahoo, Dogpile) will give you 
several million resources.

This is an opportunity to help students learn to select Internet 
resources from the huge number of available websites. For ex-
ample, excellent photographs of the Titanic, including the building 
of the ship, can be accessed at www.maritimequest.com/liners/
titanic_page_1.htm.

Obituary Barbara West Dainton, The New York Times, November 
9th, 2007

The 96-year-old is believed to be one of the last survivors.
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Connecting Millennials  
and Instruction
In this article we have identified a paradox that all ed-
ucators must address. For Millennials, technology and 
media are intricately interwoven in their lives. This 
generation lives in an environment where reading and 
writing, through digital media as well as traditional 
texts, are pervasive. Thus, we have argued that read-
ing and writing are a pervasive part of Millennials’ 
everyday life, and that they have immediate access to 
more information than any generation in history.

The ensuing contradiction is the disconnect be-
tween the literacy skills that they develop in their 
social environment and the literacy environment of 
the school. Evidence suggests that Millennials are 
still lacking in the academic literacy skills that are the 
foundation of further success in school and in adult 
life. To develop a curriculum that is relevant to this 
generation, educators need to acknowledge and re-
spect the skills, attitudes, and knowledge that students 
bring with them to school and build on those to en-
sure success in the academic disciplines. Thus, students 
will become engaged and connected to the traditional 
curriculum while developing crucial technological 
skills. But beyond this, educators must recognize the 
increasingly complex environment that Millennials 
navigate outside of school. Success in 21st century 
economic and political environments depends on so-
phisticated understandings of technology and media.

One avenue for dealing with this contradiction 
is through media literacy instruction. Millennials are 
inundated with information from the Internet, tele-
vision, advertisements, and film. Helping them con-
struct meaning from these messages must become a 
central goal of schooling. Instruction must be devel-
oped to address this phenomena. Media literacy de-
velops students’ abilities to analyze and evaluate every 
text, both print and nonprint. Teachers and schools 
must also address the social and commercial context 
of media messages as well as the potential effects or 
consequences of those messages. These life lessons can 
come only with multiple opportunities to cultivate 
skills in comprehending and creating media.

Developing media literacy is a necessary and 
critical component of schooling in an increasing-
ly multicultural society. Different voices, visions, 

On the P, or Production, side of the T.A.P. model 

one can ask questions that range from the simple to 

the complex. The song has no author attributed and is 

merely noted as public domain. How do students un-

derstand this term? The newspaper resources include 

both an eyewitness account and an editorial cartoon. 

Are authors identified? When a modern media text is 

created (the film, the documentary) what are the in-

stitutional and corporate mechanisms for distributing 

it? What are the rules and laws that govern and pro-

tect these texts, both nationally and internationally? 

What different techniques are used in their creation?

As you explore the resources we have identified, 

remember that there is no fixed sequence in which 

they must be used. Teachers can modify which texts 

are used and add resources of their own. Activities 

related to the unit are described in greater detail on 

pages 10 and 11 at www.media-literacy.net/pdfs/

LinkingtheLiteracies.pdf.

This exercise is simply an example of the type 

of topic that can be approached by using a variety of 

different texts. Both the book and the film version 

of Flags of Our Fathers constitute another example of 

how an era (World War II) and an incident (the rais-

ing of the f lag at Iwo Jima) can be examined through 

primary and secondary resources, including journals, 

books, photographs, letters, and newspaper accounts.

We’re sure you can create your own topic that 

lends itself to a multimedia approach. We have found 

that once you start studying a particular topic this 

way, students and other teachers will contribute to the 

resources available in a kind of “pebble in the pond” 

pedagogy.

Though some readers may worry about how 

time-consuming this multimedia activity is, in reality 

most of the instructional time with the Titanic exercise 

is focused on students responding to these texts, rath-

er than simply reading, listening, or watching them. 

When we have used these in classes and workshops, 

time spent reading, viewing, and listening is typically 

15–25 minutes, leaving plenty of time in a standard 

period to engage students with the texts. The Titanic 

resources could be used in a single lesson or developed 

throughout several lessons.
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Hobbs, R., Broder, S., Pope, H., & Rowe, J. (2006). How ado-
lescent girls interpret weight-loss advertising. Health Education 
Research, 21(5), 719–730. doi:10.1093/her/cyl077

Howe, N., & Strauss, W. (2000). Millennials rising: The next great 
generation. New York: Vantage.

Howe, N., & Strauss, W. (2006). Millennials and the pop culture. 
Great Falls, VA: Life Course Associates.

Joint Information Systems Committee. (2008). Information behav-
iour of the researcher of the future. Retrieved June 23, 2008, from 
www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/reppres/
gg_final_keynote_11012008.pdf

Jones, C. (2008, June 27). Sweeping study f inds blacks in U.S. 
diverse, optimistic. USA Today, p. 1A.

Lenhart, A., Arafeh, S., Smith, A., & Macgill, A. (2008). Writing, 
technology and teens. Pew Internet & American Life Project. 
Retrieved June 20, 2008, from www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/
PIP_Writing_Report_FINAL3.pdf

Lenhart, A., & Madden, M. (2005). Teen content creators and con-
sumers. Pew Internet & American Life Project. Retrieved 
June 20, 2008, from www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Teens 
_Content_Creation.pdf

Lenhart, A., Madden, M., & Hitlin, P. (2005). Teens and technol-
ogy: Youth are leading the transition to a fully wired and mobile 
nation. Pew Internet & American Life Project. Retrieved July 
3, 2006, from www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Teens_Tech 
_July2005web.pdf 

Masterman, L. (1985). Teaching the media. London: Routledge.
McLuhan, M., & Fiore, Q. (1967). The medium is the massage. New 

York: Bantam.
National Center for Educational Statistics. (2005). The nation’s 

report card: Reading 2005. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved 
October 20, 2006, from nces.edu.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo 
.asp?pubid=2006451

National Endowment for the Arts. (2007). To read or not to read: A 
question of national consequence. Retrieved June 23, 2008, from 
www.nea.gov/research/ToRead.PDF

National School Boards Association. (2007). Creating and con-
necting: Research and guidelines on online social and educational 
networking. Retrieved June 23, 2008, from www.nsba.org/
SecondaryMenu/TLN/CreatingandConnecting.aspx

Newkirk, T. (2002). Misreading masculinity: Boys, literacy, and popu-
lar culture. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Pitcher, S., Albright, L., DeLaney, C., Walker, N., Seunarinesingh, 
K., Mogge, S., et al. (2007). Assessing adolescents’ motivation 
to read. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 50(5), 378–397. 
doi:10.1598/JAAL.50.5.5

Prensky, M. (2001). Digital natives, digital immigrants. Retrieved July 
5, 2006, from www.marcprensky.com/writing/Prensky%20
-%20Digital%20Natives,%20Digital%20Immigrants%20
-%20Part1.pdf

Prensky, M. (2005/2006). Listen to the natives. Educational 
Leadership, 63(4), 8–13.

Prensky, M. (2008). Young minds, fast times: The twenty-first-century 
digital learner. Retrieved June 22, 2008, from www.edutopia 
.org/ikid-digital-learner-technology-2008

Ravitch, D., & Finn, C. (1987). What do our 17-year-olds know? A 
report on the first national assessment of history and literature. New 
York: Harper & Row.

and experiences must be recognized and respected. 
Teachers should assist Millennials’ understanding of 
how media representations of race, class, gender, and 
sexual orientation affect our society.

Throughout this article we have focused on ac-
cess Millennials have to emerging technologies. We 
encourage our readers to recognize that while the 
digital divide seems to be decreasing ( Jones, 2008), 
we need to remain vigilant to issues of equity and ac-
cess. As teachers, we must help all students to analyze 
and evaluate each media message for text, context, 
and impact to produce more knowledgeable, creative, 
and cooperative citizens for the Global Village.
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